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Christmas Letter to My Daughter
in Denmark
by CYNTHIA NORRIS GRAAE
INTRODUCTION
Twenty years ago, when I was a
student (from the USA) at Someroille
College, Oxford, a Danish student at
Someroille invited me to her home
for Christmas. My father had visited
Denmark when he was fifteen, and
the next year was a host to a Danish
student at his home in Portland,
Maine. I'd grown up with stories
about his trip and his Danish guest,
and I gladly accepted this invitation.
■nw--L.
Recently, my fifteen year old daughter spent a school year in Denmark.
She lived with a family and studied at
a Danish-speaking school, although
she spoke almost no Danish when she
arrived there. As Christmas approached, I wrote her this
letter about my Danish Christmas. The letter makes clear
that her year in Denmark was the result of my trip two
decades before.
December 10, 1982
Jessica Graae
BagsvcErd, Denmark
~-

r

Dearest Jessi,
I loved your letter about your choir's concert in Lundtafte Kirke and your visit to Jette Forlich' s house to see her
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paper Christmas ornaments. Did you know that one of the
department stores here in Washington is decorated with her
cut-outs? You seem as busy as a Danish elf - making
presents, planning parties, and baking - which reminds me
that I promised to write you a letter about my Christmas in
Denmark.
My trip began on a cold, dark morning in December
1962. I had arranged to meet my friend, Anne Marie Prom
Olesen, at 5 a.m. to catch the train from Oxford to London.
Anne Marie and I were both studying psychology at Oxford.
Knowing that on a student's budget I couldn't return to the
United States for Christmas, she had invited me to her home
in S0llerod, Holte. From London, Anne Marie and I would
take a train to Harwich, where we would cross the North Sea
by boat to Esbjerg. I didn't have an alarm clock and had to
wake myself without one. It felt like the middle of the night.
Outside it was dark. My drab bedsitting room was just large
enough for a bed, table, and two fringed chairs. I stumbled
over my suitcase as I got out of bed in a hurry to leave. Anne
Marie told me that if I wasn't ready on time, she would go
without me. Outside it was dark. Walking with my heavy
suitcases to the railway station, I found the streets frosty and
deserted. My footsteps on the cobblestones echoed against
the old college walls. I was looking forward to my trip to
Denmark, and I was worried that if I missed the train I might
have to spend Christmas in Oxford by myself, which I did
not want to do. I would have been too lonely.
The winter was exceptionally raw. Water pipes hanging
outside English houses had frozen, burst, and thawed. Water
gushed from the leaks, and the pipes froze again. The pipes
became thirty foot icicles. I wondered why the English didn't
put the pipes inside where they would be less likely to freeze.
Later I learned that outside pipes were easier to fix when they
froze. This system was more logical than it seems, since the
houses lacked central heat and were almost as cold inside as
out. In my bedsitting room, my only heat was an "electric
fire," which was two short bars of electric coils. It gave off
about as much heat as a toaster. I was miserable. To cheer
myself up, I collected newspaper articles about the weather,
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including one about India where hungry elephants migrated
from the frozen forests to eat the peasants' roofs.
I met Anne Marie at the railway station. I tried to sleep
on the train to London, but was too excited. It was my first
Christmas away from home. I was 22, and had graduated
from Swarthmore College the May before. I had not seen or
talked to my parents, sisters or brother since early
September when I left for England, and I knew I would miss
them especially at Christmas. On the train that morning,
though , I don't suppose I was thinking about home or
Christmas. I had never been to a country that was not
English-speaking. I hoped that maybe I would learn to speak
a little Danish.
Traveling to Harwich, we shared a compartment with
other Danes and Swedes returning home for the holidays.
Eventually , we arrived at our boat, which held many cars,
even though it was very small in comparison to the ocean
liner on which I had crossed the Atlantic . We ate open-faced
sandwiches and drank Danish beer in a restaurant on the
boat. Our cabin , which we shared with six other women,
was at the bottom of the boat and had no window. We slept
in bunk beds (berths). There was barely enough room for
getting undressed . The trip across the North Sea took all
night.
The crew spoke only Danish. I thought that the
announcements over the loudspeaker sounded very official,
impersonal, and even authoritarian,
but I imagine that
anyone might feel awe with the first exposure to loud
instructions broadcast in a foreign language.
Anne Marie 's brother Hans, and her mother, Fru Prom
Olesen, met us at the train with a car , the first car I'd been in
since I arrived in England three months before. Students at
Oxford did not have cars. We walked, rode bicycles, or took
the bus everywhere in Oxford. The Prom Olesens drove us
along a highway. Unlike England, the cars were on the right
side of the street. Being with a family and traveling on that
highway reminded me of the United States. Can you understand that I missed the United States so much that a
HIGHWAY made me think of home? Of course , at the time I
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was so interested in my surroundings that I didn't realize I
was a little homesick.
Many experiences were new to me. The countryside was
covered in snow that glistened in bright sunshine, and for the
first time in my life I saw people skiing. Even in the snow,
there were bicyclists, some wearing wooden shoes. I saw
thatched roofs. I thought I was in a magic storybook land.
Hans told me that a few Danes had storks (which are
supposed to bring good luck) living in their chimneys.
Perhaps he was teasing, taking advantage of my amazement
at my surroundings. I saw bike paths for the first time and a
sign that said "no mopeds" (in Danish, of course). What, I
wondered, was a moped? It seems funny that I had never
seen or heard of a motorized bicycle. We drove past a
marmalade factory, which Anne Marie's mother owned and
managed. I think that Fru Prom Olesen was the first business
woman I'd met. Now, of course, bike paths, mopeds, and
working women are common in the United States.
It was difficult for me to tell the difference between old
and new in Denmark. In Anne Marie's house, antique
furniture was painted in blues and reds. This surprised me,
since I erroneously thought that all antique furniture had a
natural wood finish. Do you remember when, on your first
trip to Denmark two years ago, we drove to S0llerod and
saw Anne Marie's house? She lived across the street from a
very old church. It's facade was simple in comparison to the
intricate Gothic architecture in Oxford. It had such straight,
clean lines, that at first I thought it was ultra-modern.
Anne Marie's house was well insulated, cozy, and a
welcome change from England where on my student budget I
had been living with dusty, old-fashioned furnishings in a
very cold bedsitter. The Prom Olesen' s warm, comfortable
bathroom astounded me. The shower was in the middle of
the room. There was no shower curtain. The whole room
was the shower stall, making the room easy to clean. I
wonder why this idea isn't used in America.
We walked in the woods every day, and of ten to the
bakery, where we bought pastries filled with marzipan and
apple for our tea. We listened to music, especially Brahms.
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The air was crisp and cold, and when I hear Brahms
symphonies now, I always think of those long walks. Sometimes it snowed, and we went outside to "move the snow,"
Anne Marie's literal translation, I assume, for shoveling the steps and the driveway. The snow stayed on the ground
for the entire three weeks I was in Denmark, from midDecember through early January. Most days the sun shone,
and Anne Marie sat bundled up in a blanket on a lawn chair
on the snow-covered terrace to read and tan her face.
For breakfast we usually ate soft-boiled eggs from egg
cups (shaped like chickens) which I admired. You have
grown up with egg cups. But I hadn't. I had only eaten boiled
eggs scooped out of their shells and mashed in custard cups.
We also had rolls for breakfast that were served, cut in half,
in a basket. Both halves looked the same to me, and I was
embarrassed to be told, after I had taken my second one, to
put it back and take another. As you probably know by
now, the tops were the best. It turns out that I had
unwittingly taken a second top - one that belonged to
Hans. After breakfasts, I washed the dishes, and I learned to
say, "Jeg skal vaske op," which is a good phrase for a guest
to know. Fru Prom Olesen said that she wanted to practice
her English, and so I didn't learn much Danish.
Anne Marie took me to a party in Copenhagen, with
friends of hers who were young actors and students of
psychology at the University of Copenhagen. At the party
everyone talked Danish. I wanted to join in, but my Danish
words were limited to silverware, food, parts of the body,
and a Danish Christmas song, which I can still sing. When I
left the party, the host and hostess said I must have something to remember them by. They gave me a red papier
mache cow from their bookshelf (made in Mexico), one you
had in your room for many years until a leg broke off.
Anne Marie's mother took me to the Royal Copenhagen
store in Copenhagen to look at the Danish Christmas plates.
I saw china that I knew I would love to own when I had a
family. Anne Marie and I went to see the ski slope in Holte.
We climbed the Round Tower in Copenhagen. Hans took me
to Elsinore, where we rode a boat to Sweden. The sea was
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frozen solidly enough for people to drive cars from Denmark
to Sweden. Our boat had to break a channel in the ice in
order to cross. We couldn't hear ourselves talk over the loud
smashing and crashing.
My mother sent a package of cookies to Anne Marie's
family. Fru Prom Olesen was thrilled because the cookies
were wrapped in Saran Wrap, which was not commonly
available in Denmark then. She washed the wrap and used it
again and again.
As Christmas approached, we wrapped our presents. I
learned to write "gl~delig jul." (This typeweriter will not
write the a and the e together.) We cracked walnuts,
removed the meat, pasted the shells back together with a
loop of red string hanging out. We dipped the walnuts in
gold paint and hung them on the tree. We also made "hearts"
for the tree by weaving red and white paper, a tradition we
have continued at home since before you were born. The
tree, lit with real candles, was a very special sight. I had
never seen candles on a tree. (It is against the law in most
places in the United States, I think.)
On Christmas Eve we ate goose, another new experience
for me. After dinner, Anne Marie and I walked to a church
in Holte for a candlelight service. The church was full, and
while we stood outside in the snow watching the lights and
listening to the singing, I felt homesick. Later, when we
opened our Christmas presents, I tricked myself into
forgetting my sadness by remembering that in America,
where our celebration was on Christmas Day, it was not yet
Christmas. I received lots of presents from Anne Marie's
family. Could some of the presents have said, "to the little
American miss" making a joke about a word that also
sounded like mouse? Fru Prom Olesen gave me four egg cups
just like hers, which is the origin of the egg cups we use now.
The Prom Olesens had many friends and cousins who
stopped by throughout the holiday season to give us
greetings. Some older women smoked fat cigars for this
festive occasion. We had roast goose or cold goose and red
cabbage every day for about ten days - it was delicious.
On New Year's Eve we drove to the south of Sj~lland to
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visit Anne Marie's uncle. We took our eiderdowns and were
very crowded in the car. I could barely see out the window.
Anne Marie's uncle was a vicar. He had just discovered
frescos underneath the whitewashed walls of his church and
was very excited by them. The vicar had many small
children, who were delighted to try to teach me to speak
Danish and didn't mind my bad accent. We played cards and
laughed, waiting for the New Year to begin.
A few days later I went back to Oxford on the "boat
train" by myself, leaving Anne Marie time to visit her
mother alone. At about midnight on the boat a man who
was about my age and wearing a tweed jacket invited me to
join him for a drink in the bar. He had beautiful light
red / blond hair and a deep voice. I accepted.
The bar was closed, though, but we talked anyway. I
couldn't imagine where he was from because he had an
unusual accent, not English and certainly not American. He
told me that he had been born in Denmark and lived there
until he was eleven, when he emigrated with his father and
mother and brothers to the United States. He was studying
politics, philosophy, and economics at Oxford - at St.
Edmund Hall - and had spent Christmas in Denmark with
his aunts and cousins.
I told him how much I'd enjoyed my trip to Denmark,
that I hoped to return, and that I wanted to continue to learn
Danish. I thought perhaps he could teach me, since he was
fluent in the language. He laughed and told me that Danish
would be useless to me because so few people spoke it.
Later that night when I went back to my cabin, it was
very hot. The roaring, clanking engine of the boat kept me
awake. I kept thinking about the man I met and hoping that I
would see him again. The next morning when we arrived in
Harwich I found him watching automobiles being unloaded
from the boat. He told me his name was Steffen Graae. I
thought Steffen was the most beautiful name I had ever
heard. We shared a seat on the train, had lunch in London ,
and took a late train together back to Oxford. I don 't
remember feeling that Oxford was cold and lonely after that.
Jessi, dear, I hope this letter tells you how close to you
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Dad and I will feel on Christmas and how much we will miss
you. During the past three months Dad's family has become
your family. You are learning to speak Danish and you have
discovered much about the Danish side of yourself, which
will bring you closer to your father for the rest of your life.
You will find, when you return, that you can reach a part of
him that he himself can know only when he is speaking
Danish or is in Europe. It makes him deeply happy that you
can be with his family in Denmark this year. When you
come home, you will bring some of Denmark with you.
Maybe you can teach me to speak Danish - at last and someday we will all spend Christmas in Denmark
together. We could all take a trip on a boat train. And who
knows, maybe Dad will even buy me that drink.
With lots of hugs and kisses,
Mom
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